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Central America policy was the major topic of a panel discussion on Jan. 23 at the Old Executive
Office Building in Washington. Attended by government officials and private citizens, the panel
consisted of new national security adviser Frank Carlucci, Asst. Secretary of State for Inter-American
Affairs Elliott Abrams, and recently appointed National Security Council (NSC) staff member Jose
Solarzano. During his presentation, Abrams mentioned that "leftists" within Contadora and its
Support Group are attempting to impose a treaty on Central America which favors Nicaragua at
the expense of the "democracies" in the region. He said Contadora contained several ideologies,
but that leftist elements were the "most vociferous and influential." Following the presentation,
reporters asked Abrams to identify the "leftists." He said he was referring to Mexico and Peru.
According to Abrams, Secretary of State George Shultz would present objections to Mexican
foreign policy during a meeting the following week with Foreign Minister Bernardo Sepulveda.
He added Shultz would tell Sepulveda that Mexico's current policy is not in the interests of the US
or Mexico. In reference to Peru, Abrams said a recent visit to Nicaragua by President Alan Garcia
had "raised questions" about Peruvian neutrality in the Contadora deliberations. Excerpts from
Abrams' remarks follow: Abrams claimed the US is not opposed to negotiations. "In fact, people
tend to forget we had nine rounds of negotiations with the Sandinistas. In the summer of 1984,
Secretary [of State George] Shultz went to Managua...What we're opposed to is fake negotiations.
And that's the problem that we have had with Contadora. "On numerous occasions it has appeared
to us that what the Contadora nations want...is a treaty...[T]hey're rather less interested in what's
in the treaty, just so they can hold it up and say, `Well,... now, we've achieved what we need, and
we've got peace.'...The important thing is that the Central American democracies are never going
to buy that, because their necks are on the line." According to Abrams, the major result of the
recent peace mission to the five Central American capitals by the Contadora and Support Group
foreign ministers, and the secretaries general of the UN and the Organization of American States
was a "restatement by the four democratically elected presidents of exactly how strongly they
feel about the need for change and for democratization in Nicaragua." The problem with the
Contadora negotiations, he said, "is that the Contadora countries just don't want to bite the bullet.
Any meaningful treaty will have to put enormous amounts of pressure on Nicaragua, and they're
not prepared to do that..." Abrams stated that one of the reasons the Contadora nations are not
prepared to apply pressure on Nicaragua is "their own domestic politics," i.e., "if they ever started
really getting tough with the Sandinistas" they would face "tremendous reactions" from the left.
"So they come up with drafts that do not in fact face up to the magnitude of the problem which
comes out of having a Soviet bloc regime ensconcing itself in Central America." He said he has
learned from conversations with Central American political leaders that "very few if any think that
democracy can survive in Guatemala, Honduras, Costa Rica and El Salvador if there is a communist
country right in their midst in Nicaragua. "If you think that Indochina, Southeast Asia, was the place
where there was a lot of linkage and where a kind of domino effect could ensue, think about Central
America, where all the countries were once unified and have really a common culture, common
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language." The assistant secretary then asserted that a "greater realization of the magnitude of the
threat" emanating from Nicaragua is apparent among members of Congress. "People are no longer
saying or not many people are saying `Well, there's only two and a half million people in Nicaragua;
what's the big deal?'" More people now believe, said Abrams, the Soviet Union and Cuba are
"behind" Nicaragua. He added, "that debate is over." Next, Abrams addressed alternatives to the
Reagan administration's policies in Central America which he described as "disastrous." The main
one, he said, will be to "make a deal" with the Sandinistas, and is sponsored by Sen. Christopher
Dodd. In return for cutting off aid to the contras and providing them with "refugee visas," the
Sandinistas would be expected to terminate the receipt of Soviet arms shipments, send Soviet and
Cuban advisers home, "stop subverting their neighbors," and reduce their armed forces. Abrams
emphasized that "internal change" in Nicaragua is not part of Dodd's proposal. The outcome of
this proposal, according to Abrams, would be a "Stalinist regime in Nicaragua." Moreover, taking
the Sandinistas' promise to avoid engaging in subversion seriously is "incredibly silly." "How are
you going to test it, anyway? How are you going to know if there is a training camp for guerrillas in
the middle of the Nicaraguan jungle someplace. How are you going to find out about that?...And
how about the money flows? How are you going to prove that the money isn't flowing back and
forth?" Abrams insisted there is "no basis" for the belief that the Sandinistas will "behave." "[L]ook
at the promises they made to the OAS in 1979. Show me a communist country that has ever kept a
promise such as those." If the Sandinistas do not fulfill their commitments within a peace treaty,
or a "Dodd proposal," Abrams stated that the only alternative would be militarily enforcing peace
in Central America, and the US is the only "power left in the hemisphere" to undertake this task.
"That's the road you're headed down if you abandon the contras." Next, Abrams stated that the US
knows "for a fact that many they'll never go home..." Thus, even if a deal could be struck with the
Sandinistas, the Cuban presence in Nicaragua will never be eradicated. Abrams asserted that "the
rest of Central America" will not agree to a treaty "of the Contadora type" requiring the termination
of US aid to the contras. Such agreement, they believe, would be tantamount to being "abandoned"
by the US. "[W]hy do they think we may abandon them? In part because these are people who
travel to Washington frequently, and they've seen the phenomenon of the Vietnamese waiter
and the Vietnamese busboy." Abrams said a visit to the contra camps "is really remarkable and
quite touching." The "18-year-olds" there tell visitors of their commitment to the struggle against
communism. "They have faith in us. They believe that we will never permit this to happen right
here in our neighborhood in Central America." Abrams said there is "no way" the US will accept
the Soviet Union as the dominant power in the region "between the Panama Canal and Mexico."
He added that he did not believe the Congress "will ask the president to sign a fake peace treaty
with the communist regime in Managua which just leaves them there and amounts really to a safe
conduct pass for them..."

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute.
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 2

